Introduction
The reproductive cycle of the mink is annual and the breeding season very short, extending from the end of February to the end of March. Female mink exhibit natural delayed blastocyst nidation which leads to a variable gestation period lasting from 40 to 74 days (Hansson, 1947) . Usually, the later mating occurs in the breeding season, the shorter is the gestation period and an artificial increase in the light photoperiod after mating reduces the gestation period (Belaiev, Klotchkov & Zhelezova, 1963 ; Aulerich, Holcomb, Ringer & Schaible, 1963) . The termination of diapause is associated with the secretion of progesterone by the activated corpora lutea (spotted skunk: Mead & Eik-Nes, 1969;  badger: Bonnin-Laffargue, Canivenc & Ribes, 1978; mink: Moller, 1973 ). In the mink, the proges¬ terone concentration begins to rise 7-10 days before implantation (Moller, 1973) . Because the mink is the only species having an obligatory form of delayed implantation and exhibiting a variable period of diapause, the present study was undertaken to determine the relation between date of mating, plasma progesterone rise before implantation and daylight ratio.
Materials and Methods
The 16 mink used were 2-3-year-old ranch females of the pearl colour phase. Females (10) Blood samples were taken 1-3 times a week during the whole gestation period. The animals were lightly anaesthetized with ketamine hydrochloride and the blood was withdrawn into a heparinized syringe by cardiac puncture.
The methods used for extraction and radioimmunoassay have been described previously (Caillol & Martinet, 1976) . The antiserum was raised in rabbits immunized with lla-hemisuccinate pro¬ gesterone conjugated to bovine serum albumin. This antiserum was highly specific, the only crossreaction obtained being 7-5 % with 5a-pregnane-3,20-dione. All the samples were measured in dupli¬ cate. Recoveries ranged from 70 to 90%. Agreement between known amounts of progesterone added to plasma from castrated mink and the amounts recovered was good (coefficient of correlation = 0-98 ; slope = 0-92). The sensitivity of the standard curve was 10-25 pg/ml and blank values were always less than this. The intra-and inter-assay variations were 14% and 20%, respectively.
Results
Sixteen females were used in this study ( fig. If ), a few days before they did in the females from the control group (Text-fig. lc) . Text- fig. 1 . Plasma progesterone levels in female mink (-, pregnant;-, April May
Discussion
The progesterone levels in mink plasma during pregnancy follow the pattern described by Moller (1973) , who used a protein-binding assay, and by Murphy & Moger (1977) who used a radioimmuno¬ assay. The great variation in the peak values observed in females in the present study could be due to the sampling technique: repeated anaesthesia and heart punctures were very stressful. However, the daily administration of ketamine to the rhesus monkey did not alter blood oestrogen and progesterone levels throughout the menstrual cycle (Channing, Fowler, Engel & Vitek, 1977) . Under natural daylight conditions, the plasma progesterone levels increased at the same time (25) (26) (27) (28) (29) (30) for all the females. Since the interval between nidation and parturition in mink is about 30 days (Enders, 1952) and plasma progesterone begins to increase at about 40 days before parturition (Moller, 1973) , nidation should take place between 5 and 10 April, whatever the date of mating. Increasing the daily light period induces earlier progesterone secretion and therefore nidation, although treatment with exogenous progesterone does not induce nidation (Hansson, 1947 ; Cochrane & Shackelford, 1962) .
The mustelid luteotrophic hormone is not known at present, but the identical evolution of plasma progesterone during pregnancy or pseudopregnancy shows that the mink feto-placental unit has little (Moller, 1973) or no (Canivenc, Bonnin-Laffargue & Lajus, 1966) luteotrophic action. As in the spotted skunk (Mead, 1971) , the induction of the preimplantation rise of progesterone by extra light suggests that pituitary factors are involved in the luteotrophic process in mink.
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